Religion Solves the Strangers Trap 


The “high survival value” of the god meme—as Richard Dawkins understated it in his incredible 
book, The Selfish Gene—is crying out for explanation. In other words, there should be some 
simple, fundamental, and universally accepted explanation for why gods (1) even exist in the 
first place, and (2) have taken root in so many minds over such a long period of time. 


Abstract 


This text proposes such an explanation. In brief, religion emerged to solve—and still solves— 
the problem of humans living among strangers. When our groups stay small enough for 
everyone to know everyone else—I’m claiming—we don’t need religion.1 But once strangers 
are unavoidable, we do need religion. This is because species that prey on each other must 
default to assuming strangers are dangerous, and must never slip from that disposition, except 
in the case of specific individuals who have earned trust over time?. Letting down your guard 
down around strangers invites natural selection to select you out. 


When a group grows too large, strangers appear from within the group. These “internal 
strangers” are not actual threats, but are indistinguishable from truly dangerous external 
strangers. Natural selection could not solve this problem. It couldn’t produce viable mutant 
humans who could distinguish the two types of strangers. Our modern urban gang members, 
who face the same strangers problem in their turf wars, can’t make the distinction either. The 
only way for humans to achieve sight-unseen trust of strangers was with a spell that made 
internal (but not external) strangers appear less dangerous than they are. And the spell had to 
be cast over the whole group at the same time in order to overcome that great first hurdle to all 
cooperation: “You go first.” Those spells were, and are, religions. 


The Ubiquity of Religion 


A quick but critical point. At the dawn of history, when the written word rose like a sun on the 
past, religion was pretty much ubiquitous. This is significant because things that are ubiquitous 
tend to be required. 


The Obsession of the Gods Defines Religion as Group Principles 


It’s more than a coincidence that the entire panoply of all-powerful beings is obsessed with 
good behavior. They’ve got the universe at their fingertips, and they all choose to play 
schoolmarm? Based on that embarrassing anomaly alone, I’m going to simply declare the 
religion is ubiquitous because it defines something every large group requires: guiding 
principles for group behavior. Without these principles, large groups cannot deal with 
strangers. 


1 “Small enough” means to remain under one of Dunbar’s numbers. We can’t be sure which. 
150 on the low end, 1500 on the high. Good explanation here. 


2 Reciprocal altruism. 
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In all species that prey on their own members, when strangers meet, each must earn the trust 
of the other slowly over time. To grant unwarranted trust is to put ones genes at risk. Modern 
humans alone ignore this risk, and modern humans alone can live in large societies. 


In order to imbue strangers with a level of trust that allows them to enter each other’s personal 
spaces, each human must carry with him the principles of trusted behavior. Each needs the 
principles to keep himself from making the “one false move” that will destroy the trust he was 
granted by default. He must have a touchstone to guide him in order for him to keep his 
behavior acceptable to the other party despite the myriad novel situations that arise during 
human interactions. 


In other words, he’s a wolf pretending to be a sheep. He has no idea how to do that. He needs 
acting lessons. And he needs to get the very same lessons as everybody else. And then, he 
has to just wing it with the rest of improv group. Wolves outside the group, the external 
strangers, don’t get the lessons, so they stand out. Even if they try to fake being sheep they'll 
use some completely different and equally bad impersonation of a sheep that gives them away. 
Our religions each define a particular dance of kindness. The shape of the dance we call 
culture, but the force defining the shape we call religion. 


Extreme Language Clustering 


We saw that the ubiquity of religion at the dawn of history needs explaining. Here’s something 
else that needs explaining. Today, in 2023, Papua New Guinea has over 800 languages; India, 
1600; Nigeria, 500. These numbers attest to a past riven with isolation and fear. In today’s 
world, languages are quickly disappearing as societies conglomerate. But in the past, the 
opposite happened. Languages proliferated. Here’s my explanation. Before religion emerged — 
that is, before there were religions strong enough to accommodate strangers—whenever a 
group started to grow past the maximum group size, it was forced to split in two. And then the 
two resulting groups, right next to each other, had so little interaction with each other that their 
common language drifted off into two mutually unintelligible variants. Conquering a 
neighboring group was pointless if you couldn’t accommodate internal strangers. 


3 What else could cause such dense clusterings of languages? Egg carton geography? 
Contagious narcolepsy? 
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The Strangers Trap 


Here’s a diagram that shows what happens when the maximum group size is reached. 
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The actual limit on group size for humans, as mentioned in the footnote, is probably in the 
hundreds. But in the diagram, it’s just 4, which means each person can remember only 3 
people. On the left, with 3 people in the group, each person knows each of the other two and 
there’s still room to grow. In the middle, still good, but at the max size. And on the right*, a 
baby is born, and all hell breaks loose. Each person doesn’t know one of the others. The group 
now contains “internal strangers”, each of whom is actually a member of the group but 
appears as an outsider to one or more individuals. This is what I’m calling “the strangers trap”. 


Natural selection was stymied. The only way out of the trap was to think our way out, with 
memes, and we did. The ingenious ideas that did the trick we now call religions. But let’s pause 
here for a second. Let me make it perfectly clear where I’m headed with this. You and | still 
deeply fear strangers instinctively. When we walk among strangers, we walk among wolves, all 
of us in sheepskins. The only thing that keeps us from experiencing everyone as wolves, and 
from freaking the hell out...is our religion! You may not believe that now, but you might when 
you hear your religion described to you in just a bit. 


Chimps Trap 


To get a better feel for the strangers trap, consider the analogous case of chimpanzees. Male 
chimps establish a dominance hierarchy. Once established, when two males meet, the lower- 
ranked male acts submissive and assumes he will not have sexual access to any of the 
females present®. In order to keep the dominance challenges to a minimum, it’s important that 
every male, (1) recognizes all the other males, and (2) knows whether each is higher or lower in 
the hierarchy. So, let’s say a male chimp can remember 100 others. 


Now, how do you get 110 male chimps into the same group? When any given male has gotten 
through fighting all 109 of the others, he’s forgotten 9 of his fights. When he runs into one of 


4 There are many possibilities for arrangement here. | just chose one arbitrarily. 


5 No idea if this is completely accurate, but it doesn’t matter for the point I’m making. 
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the 9, he’s gonna have to fight him again. But the other one probably remembers him and is 
thinking “wtf, dude.” The larger the group gets, the worse the problem gets. The only two 
solutions are to split the group into two smaller groups, or to limit reproduction. Every group 
ends up with around 100 members, trapped in the middle of a forest of strangers they fear. 


The Way Out 


Now it’s highly unlikely that any human was actually aware of the strangers trap. The max 
group size probably felt like a fact of life. Nonetheless, every time they grew past the max size, 
it must have put them into what felt like a never-ending slapstick routine in which everyone has 
a touch of amnesia. But once in that state, like it or not, they found themselves in a position for 
a solution to emerge. If one didn’t, the group would split. The emergence of a correct solution 
must have seemed near impossible. Their fear of strangers was too deeply embedded to make 
the subtle distinctions between internal and external strangers. Somehow internal strangers 
needed to appear differently from external strangers, to appear calm and non-threatening. 


Groups must have surfaced all kinds of ideas. And all of the them must have been swatted 
down by the simple-yet-powerful death angel of cooperation: You-Go-First. The problem 
couldn’t be approach with reason, either. While they might agree logically among themselves 
that they shouldn’t be freaking out at the mere presence of strangers, and they might all agree 
not to, but in the moment, they couldn’t help themselves. In other words, “Hey everybody, we'll 
all benefit overall if we start mutually trusting strangers! Let’s do it!” does not work. Our modern 
day urban gang members never assume a strange young male on their turf is probably cool. 
They attack, put a gun to his head, and have him prove he belongs. 


The strangers trap was finally sprung by synchronizing the draping of sheepskins over 
everyone in the group —all at the same time. And that was accomplished by...feeding 
sheepskin memes to the children! 


The Sheepskin Memes 


So, just who were these mighty memes, strong enough to take the instinctive, gene-powered 
fear of strangers down to the mat and hold it there? They were glittering emotional gladiators, 
outright delusions so fantastically false that no self-respecting adult could believe in them upon 
first hearing them. But no matter. The delusions could be implanted into the minds of children 
and cultivated over generations until a point was reached when adults were perfectly happy to 
believe in the delusions— because everybody else did. And then soon enough, internal 
strangers were in! People had become convinced of a lie that slowly raised the tide of trust 
until one day...internal strangers’ boats started to float. Groups with religion began to grow 
beyond the limit. Groups without religion consequently disappeared, all of them too small to 
survive battles with the larger religious groups. Then, later on, when written language brought 
history into view, it revealed a landscape in which all large societies had religion, and no small 
societies bordered on them. (Where a Dunbar number separates small from large.) 


Once a religion was in place, internal strangers acted mutually submissive. External strangers 
didn’t—couldn’t. Problem solved. 


As an example, consider the afterlife religions. They achieve the path to stranger-acceptance 
by convincing their children that there’s a next life, and every time you “take one for the team” 
by breaking the cycle of violence in this life, you get points for it in the next. And after you 
arrive in that next life, if you had earned enough points, you never feel bad. And you never die. 


4 of 10 


This totally worked for a very, very long time. Worked well enough, that is, for not losing one’s 
mind in the presence of internal strangers. But then science came along and delivered a mortal 
blow to that delusion. It’s only a matter of time.® 


Now, they didn’t believe it believe it. They believed it just enough to turn themselves into 
sheep, or, more accurately, into wolves who don’t appear to want to fight, and wouldn’t, unless 
provoked. But that’s as far as it went. The belief could be rolled back in an emergency. As 
always, the reality of survival must be respected. We rape, we pillage, we murder. We're literally 
wolves in sheepskins, fooling each other. Good and evil are separated by religious camouflage. 


Our Religion 


The power of this idea lies in its main implication. If the ability to live in large groups and trust 
strangers requires religion, then it follows that all modern humans, even atheists, must have a 
religion. And they do—we do—in the very deepest sense of my definition of it. Our religion, our 
fantastically false, stranger-endearing delusion, is that human life is sacred. It certainly didn’t 
used to be. Up until only a few hundred years ago, slavery’ was ubiquitous, completely normal, 
and not at all immoral. The winning strategy for a society, everybody knew, was to organize 
humans into castes, one on top of the other, with slaves at the bottom getting all the hard work 
done. If, as a society, you foolishly chose to free your slaves, you soon got conquered by a 
society with slaves. This is why slavery, like religion, was so ubiquitous at the dawn of history— 
and raised no eyebrows in the Bible—because you couldn’t exist without it. It was simply a 
part of the plan, and no one (except the slaves) even thought to question it. Its being required 
was almost certainly due to the lack of machinery available for doing the hard work. The hard 
work had to get done—other groups were getting it done—and human labor was the only 
option. Could the hard work have been shared equally among all? Theoretically, yes, but 
optimally, no. Caste systems weren’t about evil selfish people at the top fiendishly repressing 
the good people at the bottom. Caste systems were the optimal survival organization for a 
society in their time. 


But human life sure is sacred now. We’re disgusted by slavery. And we get awfully self- 
righteous (a dead giveaway for religion) if anyone dares question the sanctity of human life. 


So, what caused this sudden turnabout in the consensus regarding the morality of slavery? 
Was it some deep universal truth about the value of a human life that had suddenly been 
revealed to us? Or did we simply switch to a new organizing principle, one more appropriate 
for a mechanized society? I’m claiming it’s the latter. I’m claiming that we’re currently 
implementing the everyone-in-one-caste strategy by turning a clear falsehood (human life is 
sacred) into a so-so truth, via religion. “All men are created equal” describes the touchstone of 
our religion, and sacred life implements it. “All men’’ receive the same rights and punishments 


6 It made the mistake of explaining how things work in the real world. If it had stuck to what 
goes on in heaven and hell it would still be going strong. How could they have known? 


7 Slavery is just an example. Infanticide (probably by abandonment) was also necessary for 
survival and therefore completely normal and moral for most of human existence. 


8 Another dead giveaway. They were clearly pulling the “all equal” part outta their asses if it 
only applied to men, and now it doesn’t. It’s also interesting to note that the US founding 
fathers were subconsciously keeping religion out of their government because they already had 
one, like the French already had a Holy Grail. 
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by assigning every human life the same value. Using infinity? as that value makes it impossible 
to buy and sell humans. But that’s not why infinity was chosen. It was chosen to turn wolves 
into gods!° (a sweet upgrade from sheep)). 


This elimination of castes turned out to be a winning strategy in mechanized societies. Sticking 
with castes (and slavery) turned out to be a losing one. And not because they were made to 
feel ashamed. Hardly. If they coulda kicked our asses with their slaves they woulda kept em. 
The Confederates tried it. And almost pulled it off. But they couldn’t trust their slaves enough 
to give them guns, and most of their population was slaves. Not a great survival strategy for the 
times. Other groups their size were getting by without slaves and could send every young man 
into war. 


Evidence for Religion: Corner Cases 


So what’s the evidence that it’s religion (delusion) that’s behind our desire to treat each other as 
equals, and not a deep universal truth we’ve recently come into possession of? There are two 
other telltale signs of religion we can check for. 


The first is found at the edges of the delusion, where it gets taken too seriously, goes too far 
and causes dissension within the group. If human lives are treated as sacred—if they have 
infinite value—then the mathematics of reason come to a grinding halt when lives are pitted 
against each other. To take the classic example, if a mother’s life will be lost if her fetus is 
brought to term, how do we choose one infinity over the other? Clearly, there’s a sense in 
which we should be able to choose among lives like we choose among watermelons at the 
market: isolate the significant attributes, assign each attribute a weight, assign scores to each 
attribute, total them up, and go with the higher score. But we can’t do that here because we’re 
stalemated into a corner where the delusion breaks down. Even if the mother, or the fetus, or 
both, are known to have limited chances for a long and healthy life, it doesn’t matter one bit! 
Subtraction from infinity still leaves infinity. So we end up with a perfect conundrum: neither the 
banning nor the permitting of abortion settles the matter satisfactorily, and those are the only 
two choices. 


Don’t get me wrong, I’m not denigrating the delusion. | understand its great value. I’m simply 
pointing out how transparent its existence is once you know where to look for it. Some other of 
these seam-busting locations include end-to-end encryption vs. child pornography", the US 
military’s No Man Left Behind’2 policy, exorbitant end-of-life medical expenses for the elderly 
(in the US, anyway), the (non-cost-effective) abolition of the death penalty, the Social Model of 
Disability, and the popular “if just one life is saved/affected...” meme. None of these make any 
sense. They represent sacrifices we make to keep from breaking the delusion that keeps us 


9 Sacred in economic terms means “of infinite value”, priceless. 
10 If you had to price a god’s life, what value would you choose? 


11 [It’s actually end-to-end encryption vs. government surveillance, with child pornography 
acting as the moral outrage camouflage on the government side. 


12 The on-the-battlefield version, not so much the POW version. 
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cool with strangers's. None of these can be made reasonable in and of themselves without 
placing an uneconomically high price on a life'4. 


Evidence for Religion: Storylines 


The other, more telling, place we find religion is in the storylines running through the 
“entertainment” its believers flock to. Entertainment is about behavior. We swim in an ocean of 
moral instruction. Humans don’t love stories, humans love being told how to behave. Stories 
are just the delivery vehicle. Different stories are simply different explorations of the moral 
space. All stories answer the same question: what is the correct moral behavior for this 
scenario? We’re so addicted to these mysteries that we consider solving them as recreation. 
Keeping up with morality is like keeping up with the news, but way, way more interesting. This 
is because groups don’t survive unless everyone stays on same page regarding the essence of 
correct moral behavior. We need that essence, that touchstone, to guide us through the myriad 
social situations we encounter in our daily lives. So that we can avoid freaking out our internal 
strangers. Staying cool with internal strangers is the bedrock our societies rest on. If that starts 
to fail, infighting will run wild. 


In order for an audience member to be drawn into the story, she must bring a moral touchstone 
with her. That way, she can engage in trying to predict what should happen next. And because 
she mostly gets it right, the movie is enjoyable. What she gets wrong —if it’s a good story—is 
only slightly wrong, and is what she needs to learn, or to be reminded of. 


Our moral touchstone today is sacred life. A thousand years ago, they had a different one. 
They brought a vision of the afterlife with them. That vision was shaped by the behaviors that 
got one into the good place and those which kept one out. That touchstone was much more 
malleable than sacred life. It could tolerate slavery. It just had to say that God wanted it that 
way. He’s the one keeping score. 


How can we pretend to emulate righteous moral behavior if we can’t see it in action? An 
entertainment infrastructure is the price of a mass moral delusion. The moral propaganda it 
dispenses, properly ingested, not only reinforces the latest interpretation of the delusion, it also 
protects the audience members from falling victim to the wrath of the group’s defense of the 
delusion. It keeps everyone updated with the group’s latest version of its cooperation 
algorithm, its moral code. 


It was never about getting right with God, it was always about getting right with the group. The 
conscience is the advocate for the needs of the group inside each of our heads. We’re 
expected to use it to self-police stupidly selfish behavior that would consume precious group 
resources if acted upon. The moral code that the conscience runs is not built-in at birth (only 
reciprocal altruism is), nor is it waiting to be discovered in the depths of our souls. It’s being 
built on the fly so as to keep up-to-date with changes in the environment, so as to maintain the 
group’s viability given the current capabilities of the other groups. The enemy groups. 


Story-based entertainment delivers the coordination algorithm updates to the conscience. 
Need women in the workplace to fight the war? You get sentimental movies with pretty women 


13 We do break the illusion, behind a curtain, when reality absolutely must be served. Insurance 
companies, for example, price lives like watermelons. As do juries. 


14 The afterlife meme runs into its own problems at the seams. See the old favorite, ‘If God’s 
all-powerful, can he create a rock so heavy He Himself can’t lift it?’. 
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in factories critical to victory. Need to dip into the gay community to put soldiers at the front 
lines (which these days is in universities, business management and the CIA)? You get two 
manly firefighters exchanging vows after heroically saving the lives of poor children. Books, TV 
shows, commercials —they’re all delivering the same moral guidance. And we’re built to crave 
it. 


Our religion is right there in the stories we love. But, by the nature of a delusion, we don’t see 
religion in our stories. All we see are universal truths. 


(At this point in the argument, most people will admit, “Yes, ok, there’s a moral component to 
our stories.” But then some go on to say, “But that’s not religion, that’s just the way people are. 
People like stories.” If that’s you, I’m at a loss as how to convince you.) 


The World As It Truly Works Morally, Despite All The Evidence To The Contrary is the movie we 
see every time we go. And on our way out, we display a deeper kindness to the people around 
us than we did on the way in. It’s as if we were walking out of church, and we are. 


Thousands of years ago, the early believers in the afterlife meme didn’t see religion either. They 
went to temple, mosque, and church—for entertainment! What we’re seeing now are the soon- 
to-be corpses of the afterlife religions, and we’re imagining that the early after-lifers saw their 
religions the same way we do, as weekly irritations that are supposed to make you a better 
person and that certain people expect you to suffer through. No! They were going to the 
movies! They couldn’t read, and the holy book that was read to them had all the good stories. 
(All the good proper-behavior stories, of course.) They got a whole day off work every week...to 
go the movies!'5 Religion ROCKED! 


Absence of Evidence 


In addition to these two telltale signs of religion—non-sensical corner cases and entertainment 
storylines—there’s also the absence of evidence for a universal truth. The universe doesn’t 
signal the sacredness. No bat signal flashes in the sky, no trumpet sounds, the earth doesn’t 
rock on its axis to mark the birth or death of any human, or any number of humans. Nothing 
distinguishes our comings and goings from those of all other animals. What makes human life 
sacred other than our saying so? 


Taking Stock 


Summarizing then, religions stroll about as giants among all the other memes because they 
perform the one gigantic job. They tame the greatest impediment—by far—to human 
cooperation: other humans. We got gods in the bargain because they were the best marketing 
device. Superheroes sell. 


The afterlife meme, the all-time greatest idea ever, after a reign of thousands of years, 
unwittingly stumbled over science and dropped into its death bed, where it now hangs on for 
dear life. That turn of events presented an existential risk to our large societies. We needed a 
replacement. So the crown was bestowed upon the head of the sacred life meme, which now 
reigns as our new, but still very young, meme champion—our new guiding light. This transition, 


15 This means that children everywhere should have the right of choosing between going to the 
movies and going to church. (Parents retain the right to insist they do one or the other.) 
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from the one delusion to the other, from God outside humans keeping score for the next life, to 
God inside humans sanctifying human life for this one—this transition —is religion revealed at 
its deepest abstraction. Both delusions cause humans to appear less dangerous to each other 
in real time than they would otherwise, unlocking deeper cooperation and larger groups. 
Religion is a seductive and beneficial distortion of reality that is conjured in the imagination, 
and then jammed down into the world of instinct—cleverly tucked inside “deep truth” 
packaging — where it passes itself off as “real enough”, especially in the minds of children. 


What it Means Going Forward 


Given the results so far, it certainly appears that our new meme champion has granted us a 
tremendous survival advantage.'® Treating lives as sacred minimizes their suffering. And the 
less we suffer the better we appear to cooperate in producing weapons and defenses, which 
constitute the bottom line.'” So, it’s a double bonus. Treating each other better increases our 
chances of survival. Nice. 


But it isn’t clear how far this strategy can be pushed. 


Is it true that reducing human suffering, forever, automatically causes us to become more and 
more likely to survive? We implicitly believe it does. We’re driving our society blindly in the 
direction of our religion. It’s the guiding light. But where are we headed? What exactly is a 
world in which no human suffers at all? People born without the sense of touch rarely survive 
long. Surely some level of suffering is beneficial, or are we to be shuffled about without 
interacting with the world at all? And if we eliminate mental suffering as well, how would that be 
any different from an opiate-induced euphoria? 


We’re headed in the direction of sacred life because we chose it as the best route to improved 
cooperation for the purposes of survival. Feeling better over time as we move in that direction 
is just a lucky perk, not the goal. Sacred life is not the pre-ordained path to the survival of the 
society or the species. If you think of moral progress as movement towards the reduction of 
human suffering, you’re mistaken. Morality must chase survivability wherever it leads. 


So, here’s the hard question. How will we Know when we should stop trying to blindly reduce 
human suffering? If you think it’s way too early to even start worrying about that, then how will 
we know when it isn’t? More to the point, how do we know we haven’t already gone too far? 
Has San Francisco in 2023 gone too far?'8 Our gut feelings on this subject are religiously 
suspect and don’t count. We can’t know if we’ve gone too far without that fact being signaled 
to us through negative feedback. We also need to think very seriously about what we’ll do 
when the sacred life spell wears off and we all turn back into wolves. 


If you insist on thinking that a continuous reduction in human suffering will automatically merge 
us all into one big happy group some day, then you need to explain exactly how that group 


16 Is there a better compilation of just how than Steven Pinker’s stupendous Enlightenment 
Now? 


17 We don’t survive (and get to do what we want to do) with better music, or better food, or 
even with better everything else. If we’re not winning wars, nothing else matters. 


18 Was San Francisco more vulnerable to the upheavals of COVID-19 than other cities? Are its 
current problems a canary in the sacred life coal mine? It’s hard to tell. So many variables. 
Silicon Valley and wealth inequality are two biggies. But it’s definitely worth thinking about. 
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functions. Are there no disagreements? If there aren’t any, | don’t understand how humans play 
a role. If there are disagreements, how are they resolved without conflict? How does the group 
keep itself from breaking into multiple groups...that fight with each other? 


| don’t have the answers either, but | wil/ suggest we turn to game theory. | think we should 
start working on the creation of the next religion with mathematics in the mix. It’s all about 
fairness and justice in the end, which are calculations. Maybe our levels of transparency and/or 
privacy need to change. | really don’t know. But if we at least try to create the next religion, 
maybe we can avoid the (possibly catastrophic level of) human suffering that we will inevitably 
cause by the blind over-application of our strategy to reduce it. And even if we can’t avoid it, 
we should still have a few candidate replacement religions on stand-by for when the sacred life 
meme runs out of gas and starts coasting, like the afterlife meme is now. 


Our ability to wield group-enhancing mass delusions is our superpower. As we just saw, we 
were forced to come up with that superpower in order to look safer to one another than we 
actually are. But now we’re selected’? for mass delusion in general. We’re selected for belief in 
conspiracy theories. Einstein purportedly said he didn’t know what weapons the third world 
war would be fought with, but that the fourth would be fought with sticks and stones. But 
Einstein couldn’t see the Internet. If he could have, he might have guessed that WWS would be 
fought with memes. 


19 Through the burning at the stake of those who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, bow to delusions. 
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